An approach to training and retaining primary care physicians in rural Appalachia.
The West Virginia School of Osteopathic Medicine (WVSOM) educated and retained more primary care physicians for practice in rural Appalachia than did any other U.S. medical school from 1978 through 1990. This article describes the most important methods used at WVSOM to place physicians in rural areas: (1) The school has a focused, achievable mission (to provide primary care physicians who are trained to meet the medical needs of rural Appalachia and to improve the health care of the rural Appalachian population) that is agreed upon by the administration, faculty, and students; (2) it participates in a multistate educational exchange program with a similar mission; (3) it emphasizes personalized and interactive recruiting, admission, and placement processes aimed to attract nontraditional, rural students; (4) it provides early and long-term clinical training in rural sites (both hospitals and physicians' offices); (5) it is dedicated primarily to the education of medical students rather than to research or other goals; and (6) it is a freestanding school in a rural environment. The authors state that although WVSOM is unusual in some respects, at least some of its methods may be useful to other medical schools as they seek to produce more primary care physicians for rural and other underserved areas.